Summary. Several Introduction.
It has been shown in previous studies that reproductive failure always ensues in female rats which have grown to maturity on an essential fatty acid-deficient (EFAD) diet (Burr and Burr, 1930 ; Evans, Lepkovsky and Murphy, 1934 ; Kummerow, Pan and Hickman, 1952) . It has also been reported that irregular ovulation and prolonged diestrus are characteristic of the estrous cycle of EFAD rats (Turpeinen, 1938 ; Panos and Finerty, 1953 ; Hafiez, 1974) and it has long been known that lack of dietary essential fatty acids (EFA) during pregnancy results in infertility, prolonged gestation, excessive hemorrhaging at parturition and a high incidence of stillbirth (Quackenbush, Kummerow and Steenbock, 1942 ; Deuel, Martin and Alfin-Slater, 1954 ; Alfin-Slater et al., 1965) . On the other hand, the addition of linoleic acid or its metabolic products, such as arachidonic acid or prostaglandin E 2 , to the EFAD diet have been shown to prevent impairment of the reproductive function (Burr and Burr, 1930 ; AlfinSlater et al., 1965 ; Tinoco et al., 1971 ; Hafiez, 1974 (Turpeinen, 1938 ; Panos and Finerty, 1953 Rivers, 1978 ; Rivers and Frankel, 1981 ; Tinoco, 1982) and, to our knowledge, there is no bibliographical evidence suggesting that n-3 fatty acids are required to maintain a normal pattern of estrous cycles. However, changes in other physiological functions have been observed in animals selectively deprived of n-3 fatty acids for prolonged periods (Castell et al., 1972 ; Benolken, Anderson and Wheeler, 1973 ; Lamptey and Walker, 1976 (Alling et al., 1972) . In contrast with other authors (Evans, Lepkovsky and Murphy, 1934 ; Kummerow, Pan and Hickman, 1952) , we found that sterility and maternal mortality during parturition were not significantly different among the three groups. In agreement with previous studies, our data indicate that a lack of dietary n-6 fatty acids results in a prolonged gestation, reduced litter size and increased pup mortality during delivery and the first 48 neonatal hours (Quackenbush, Kummerow and Steenbock, 1942 ; Kummerow, Pan and Hickman, 1952 ; Alfin-Slater et al., 1965) . Since linoleic acid is the substrate for the synthesis of several prostanoids, a deficient production of these compounds cannot be excluded in EFAD rats. It has been suggested that prostaglandins (PGs) may have a role in the termination of pregnancy by lowering serum progesterone levels by a luteolytic mechanism (Labhsetwar, 1974 ; Holinka, Tseng and Finch, 19781 . An important cause of reduced litter size in EFAD rats might be implantation failure due to a decrease in local PGs production (Brown, Gosden and Poyser, 1984) . Another cause could be increased reabsorption and abortion (Maeder, 1937 ; Kummerow, Pan and Hickman, 1952 (Sanders and Naishmith, 1980 ; Morgan, Oppenheimer and Winick, 1981) and/or normal lactation (Sinclair and Crawford, 1972 ; Francois, 1983) . Other workers have observed higher mortality and lower growth rate in the pups of linolenate-deficient rats (Francois, Pascal and Durand, 1980) . On the other hand, it is known that linoleic and a-linolenic acids and their long-chain derivates are important components of structural lipids in many tissues, notably the brain, and are accumulated and metabolized in this organ during the time when the pups depend on maternal nutrition (Alling et al., 1972 ; Menon, Moore and Dhopeshwarkar, 1981 ; Purvis et al., 1983) .
Available evidence indicates that a deficiency of nutrients such as PUFA may influence certain ageing processes (Guarnieri and Johnson, 1970 ; Durand, Pascal and Gounelle de Pontanel, 1979) . It is interesting to note that changes in the reproductive function, as found in our EFAD rats, are similar to those observed in ageing female rodents fed a commercial diet (Talbert, 1968 
